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7 CFR Ch. XXXIV (1–1–04 Edition)§ 3406.19 

Subpart F—Review and Evaluation 
of a Research Proposal

§ 3406.19 Proposal review—research. 

The proposal evaluation process in-
cludes both internal staff review and 
merit evaluation by peer review panels 
comprised of scientists, educators, 
business representatives, and Govern-
ment officials who are highly qualified 
to render expert advice in the areas 
supported. Peer review panels will be 
selected and structured to provide opti-
mum expertise and objective judgment 
in the evaluation of proposals.

§ 3406.20 Evaluation criteria for re-
search proposals. 

The maximum score a research pro-
posal can receive is 150 points. Unless 
otherwise stated in the annual solicita-
tion published in the FEDERAL REG-
ISTER, the peer review panel will con-
sider the following criteria and weights 
to evaluate proposals submitted:

Evaluation criterion Weight 

(a) Significance of the problem: 
This criterion is used to assess the likeli-

hood that the project will advance or 
have a substantial impact upon the body 
of knowledge constituting the natural and 
social sciences undergirding the agricul-
tural, natural resources, and food sys-
tems. 

(1) Impact—Is the problem or oppor-
tunity to be addressed by the pro-
posed project clearly identified, out-
lined, and delineated? Are research 
questions or hypotheses precisely 
stated? Is the project likely to further 
advance food and agricultural re-
search and knowledge? Does the 
project have potential for augmenting 
the food and agricultural scientific 
knowledge base? Does the project 
address a State, regional, national, 
or international problem(s)? Will the 
benefits to be derived from the 
project transcend the applicant insti-
tution or the grant period? 

15 points. 

Evaluation criterion Weight 

(2) Continuation plans—Are there plans 
for continuation or expansion of the 
project beyond USDA support? Are 
there plans for continuing this line of 
research or research support activity 
with the use of institutional funds 
after the end of the grant? Are there 
indications of external, non-Federal 
support? Are there realistic plans for 
making the project self-supporting? 
What is the potential for royalty or 
patent income, technology transfer or 
university-business enterprises? 
What are the probabilities of the pro-
posed activity or line of inquiry being 
pursued by researchers at other in-
stitutions? 

10 points. 

(3) Innovation—Are significant aspects 
of the project based on an innovative 
or a non-traditional approach? Does 
the project reflect creative thinking? 
To what degree does the venture re-
flect a unique approach that is new 
to the applicant institution or new to 
the entire field of study? 

10 points. 

(4) Products and results—Are the ex-
pected products and results of the 
project clearly outlined and likely to 
be of high quality? Will project re-
sults be of an unusual or unique na-
ture? Will the project contribute to a 
better understanding of or an im-
provement in the quality, distribution, 
or effectiveness of the Nation’s food 
and agricultural scientific and profes-
sional expertise base, such as in-
creasing the participation of women 
and minorities? 

15 points. 

(b) Overall approach and cooperative linkages: 
This criterion relates to the soundness of 

the proposed approach and the quality of 
the partnerships likely to evolve as a re-
sult of the project. 

(1) Proposed approach—Do the objec-
tives and plan of operation appear to 
be sound and appropriate relative to 
the proposed initiative(s) and the im-
pact anticipated? Is the proposed se-
quence of work appropriate? Does 
the proposed approach reflect sound 
knowledge of current theory and 
practice and awareness of previous 
or ongoing related research? If the 
proposed project is a continuation of 
a current line of study or currently 
funded project, does the proposal in-
clude sufficient preliminary data from 
the previous research or research 
support activity? Does the proposed 
project flow logically from the find-
ings of the previous stage of study? 
Are the procedures scientifically and 
managerially sound? Are potential 
pitfalls and limitations clearly identi-
fied? Are contingency plans delin-
eated? Does the timetable appear to 
be readily achievable? 

5 points. 
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Evaluation criterion Weight 

(2) Evaluation—Are the evaluation 
plans adequate and reasonable? Do 
they allow for continuous or frequent 
feedback during the life of the 
project? Are the individuals involved 
in project evaluation skilled in eval-
uation strategies and procedures? 
Can they provide an objective eval-
uation? Do evaluation plans facilitate 
the measurement of project progress 
and outcomes? 

5 points 

(3) Dissemination—Does the proposed 
project include clearly outlined and 
realistic mechanisms that will lead to 
widespread dissemination of project 
results, including national electronic 
communication systems, publications 
and presentations at professional so-
ciety meetings? 

5 points. 

(4) Partnerships and collaborative ef-
forts—Does the project have signifi-
cant potential for advancing coopera-
tive ventures between the applicant 
institution and a USDA agency? 
Does the project workplan include an 
effective role for the cooperating 
USDA agency(s)? Will the project 
encourage and facilitate better work-
ing relationships in the university 
science community, as well as be-
tween universities and the public or 
private sector? Does the project en-
courage appropriate multi-disciplinary 
collaboration? Will the project lead to 
long-term relationships or coopera-
tive partnerships that are likely to en-
hance research quality or supple-
ment available resources? 

15 points. 

(c) Institutional capacity building: 
This criterion relates to the degree to which 

the project will strengthen the research 
capacity of the applicant institution. In the 
case of a joint project proposal, it relates 
to the degree to which the project will 
strengthen the research capacity of the 
applicant institution and that of any other 
institution assuming a major role in the 
conduct of the project. 

(1) Institutional enhancement—Will the 
project help the institution to advance 
the expertise of current faculty in the 
natural or social sciences; provide a 
better research environment, state-
of-the-art equipment, or supplies; en-
hance library collections related to 
the area of research; or enable the 
institution to provide efficacious orga-
nizational structures and reward sys-
tems to attract, hire and retain first-
rate research faculty and students—
particularly those from underrep-
resented groups? 

15 points. 

Evaluation criterion Weight 

(2) Institutional commitment—Is there 
evidence to substantiate that the in-
stitution attributes a high-priority to 
the project, that the project is linked 
to the achievement of the institution’s 
long-term goals, that it will help sat-
isfy the institution’s high-priority ob-
jectives, or that the project is sup-
ported by the institution’s strategic 
plans? Will the project have reason-
able access to needed resources 
such as scientific instrumentation, fa-
cilities, computer services, library 
and other research support re-
sources? 

15 points. 

(d) Personnel Resources ..................................... 10 Points 
This criterion relates to the number and 

qualifications of the key persons who will 
carry out the project. Are designated 
project personnel qualified to carry out a 
successful project? Are there sufficient 
numbers of personnel associated with the 
project to achieve the stated objectives 
and the anticipated outcomes? Will the 
project help develop the expertise of 
young scientists at the doctoral or post-
doctorate level? 

(e) Budget and cost-effectiveness: 
This criterion relates to the extent to which 

the total budget adequately supports the 
project and is cost-effective. 

(1) Budget—Is the budget request jus-
tifiable? Are costs reasonable and 
necessary? Will the total budget be 
adequate to carry out project activi-
ties? Are the source(s) and 
amount(s) of non-Federal matching 
support clearly identified and appro-
priately documented? For a joint 
project proposal, is the shared budg-
et explained clearly and in sufficient 
detail? 

10 points. 

(2) Cost-effectiveness—Is the proposed 
project cost-effective? Does it dem-
onstrate a creative use of limited re-
sources, maximize research value 
per dollar of USDA support, achieve 
economies of scale, leverage addi-
tional funds or have the potential to 
do so, focus expertise and activity on 
a high-priority research initiative(s), 
or promote coalition building for cur-
rent or future ventures? 

5 points. 

(f) Overall quality of proposal .............................. 5 points 
This criterion relates to the degree to which 

the proposal complies with the application 
guidelines and is of high quality. Is the 
proposal enhanced by its adherence to 
instructions (table of contents, organiza-
tion, pagination, margin and font size, the 
20-page limitation, appendices, etc.); ac-
curacy of forms; clarity of budget nar-
rative; well prepared vitae for all key per-
sonnel associated with the project; and 
presentation (are ideas effectively pre-
sented, clearly articulated, thoroughly ex-
plained, etc.)? 
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